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at defiance every limit upon the royal prerogative.
His oppressions, while weighing heavily upon the
body of the people, were felt more keenly by the
barons, and had at length brought them into open
war with their sovereign. He was obliged to yield,
and the Great Charter was simply the treaty which
he was compelled to sign in order to conclude the
war.1 It was the record of the conditions under which
he was to be permitted to continue to wear the crown.
The prior law had not in any manner failed because it
was not in writing, but because the king himself had
set it at defiance. It is, indeed, a proof, if proof were
needed, that a written contract embracing many
provisions is superior, in form and efficacy, to a
verbal one, but it proves nothing more.

I have yet to refer to the most significant and
instructive instance of the employment of writing
for the purpose of legislation. I mean that of the
law of the Church of Rome, what is commonly called
the Canon Law. The Roman Catholic Church,
originally a small religious society, by degrees, in
the face of persecution, had extended itself through-
out the Roman Empire until in the reign of Con-
stantine it was acknowledged and accepted by that
empire as the only, authorised spiritual power, and
prior to the Reformation the whole European world
had accepted its faith and acknowledged its author-
ity. Its organisation became more and more elabo-
rate, refined, and complete as its numbers and power
increased. The fundamental conception upon which
it was founded was that of a hierarchy instituted by
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